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Abstract: 
In Australia, as in many western education systems over the last two decades, 
discourses of accountability and performativity have reshaped education policy 
that has in turn reorganised the work of school leaders and teachers. One of the 
effects of this reorganisation is increased attention to the production, analysis and 
display of student achievement data. In this paper we examine in detail a 
sequence of the production and reading of literacy assessment data in a small 
Catholic school. Our analysis uses institutional ethnography’s concept of the 
‘active text’, the text as occurring in a specific place and time even as it is 
articulated to social relations beyond its immediate context. Through this process 
we learn from those involved how their everyday work brings into being 
formalised, textually authorised processes in a local site that ensure the school 
meets accountability requirements while enabling teachers to resist 
standardisation of literacy teaching and assessment. 
 
Keywords: institutional ethnography, literacy assessment, standardisation, 
accountability 
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Introduction 
Over the last two decades principles of neo-liberal reform and discourses of 
standardisation and accountability consistent with the global emergence of audit 
cultures have significantly shaped education policy in a number of countries, including 
the US, England, Canada and Australia (Ball, 2009; DeBray-Pelot & McGuinn, 2009; 
Hudson, 2007; Hursh, 2005; Ozga, 2009). At the forefront of such reforms are 
mandated literacy assessments intended to improve students’ standards of achievement 
and to make schools accountable for literacy teaching and learning. Such reforms are 
not without their critics, and, as Darling-Hammond (2004, p. 1047) observes with 
respect to standards-based reforms in the United States, such strategies can have both 
benefits for the management of education as well as ‘unintended consequences’. As we 
were writing this paper a Senate Committee Inquiry was announced to report on the 
effectiveness of Australia’s mandated National Assessment Program: Literacy and 
Numeracy (NAPLAN). The Committee’s terms of reference included inquiring into 
whether the evidence suggests that national assessment and reporting is achieving its 
stated objectives; unintended consequences of its introduction; and, NAPLAN’s impact 
on teaching and student learning practices. The Committee’s Interim Report documents 
issues such as whether standardised test scores actually represent what they purport to 
measure; narrowing the literacy curriculum; teaching to the test; student stress; 
publication of schools’ NAPLAN data on the My School website; and use of this data 
for purposes other than as a measure of student learning. (Senate Standing References 
Committee on Education, Employment and Workplace Relations, 2013). These and 
other related issues have been publically and passionately debated in Australia by 
teacher unions, academics, principal associations and education authorities since the 
introduction of NAPLAN in 2008. 
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The impetus towards national assessment and curriculum in Australia is central 
to the educational policy work of the Council of Australian Governments (known as 
COAG) (Comber, 2012; Lingard, 2010). As part of an agreed policy agenda, the state 
and territory governments have joined the federal government in the Council to forge a 
‘National Education Agreement’ and established a set of ‘National Partnerships’ (with 
reward payment) organized around six reform prioritiesi. How these government 
policies are interpreted and mediated in schools is a key question for understanding how 
educators’ work is coordinated, how their words and actions are regulated, and how – in 
an era of audits and accountability and what has been called the ‘deprofessionalisation’ 
of teachers (Hargreaves, 2000) – educators are able to exercise agency. These questions 
were explored in the Australian Research Council Discovery projectii that informs this 
paper and is discussed later. 
We begin this paper with a discussion of institutional ethnography and its 
concept of the ‘active and occurring text’. Using this approach, we then examine how 
national and state education policies both activate and are mediated by the production 
and interpretation of sector-wide and locally produced assessment and reporting data. In 
particular we focus on the actions taken by educators in one school as they produce 
local strategies in response to sector and national requirements to improve reading and 
literacy. We closely examine how both locally specific and translocal factors are at play 
as educators produce formalised, textually authorised sequences of actions to be carried 
out by school leaders that in turn organise and coordinate teachers’ work in classrooms. 
In conclusion we reflect on the value of understanding how multiple layers of 
policy organise and govern teachers’ work and the important situated work that school 
leaders and teachers do in mediating translocal policies that might otherwise close down 
possibilities for engaging ethically with diverse students. 
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Institutional ethnography and the active and occurring text  
Institutional ethnography begins with people’s experiences, and seeks to 
examine the ways in which people’s work and social relations in institutions are 
organised and coordinated ‘at-a-distance and across time’ (Smith 2005, p. 181). It is a 
means for discovering how ‘the everyday world of experience is put together by 
relations that extend vastly beyond the everyday’ (Smith, 2005, p. 1) In exploring the 
complexity of such coordination, institutional ethnography emphasises the actions of 
people as they engage with the ordinary, usually textually organised, routines of their 
local workplace.  
The role of texts in institutions is central to making people accountable for 
particular processes and for activating the kinds of work that this involves. The concept 
of texts (for example policy documents, tests, literacy curricula, and so on) as not being 
static, but rather as ‘occurring’ — as being ‘texts in action’— helps us to understand the 
ways in which texts ‘enter into and coordinate sequences of action’ (Smith, 2006, p. 67) 
within institutions. Texts, materially and symbolically, are seen as:  
the bridge between the everyday/everynight local actualities of our living and the 
ruling relations. The text is a material object that brings into actual contexts of 
reading a standardized form of words or images that can be and may be 
read/seen/heard in many other settings by many others at the same or other times 
(Smith, 1999, p. 7). 
Of particular interest to us are ways in which the texts being read in a school 
enter into the writing or production of other texts – how they are integral to a particular 
course of action and the consequences that follow from that. 
As we will illustrate later, the contemporary focus on the production of student 
data is a response to the accountability demands on school sectors and communities for 
information about students’ achievements and a response to a school’s need to make 
strategic decisions about available resources and where to direct them (cf. Hardy, 2013). 
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In this process, school leaders and teachers are engaged in courses of action and reading 
and responding to texts is integral to that action.  
The concept of the active and occurring text that ‘activates’ actions and 
processes and sets in train further text-production is one of the innovative analytic 
techniques institutional ethnography has introduced for examining the coordinating role 
of texts and for understanding texts as components of social relations. Our research is 
attempting to use this concept to investigate how the wider educational policy context 
described above plays out as a ‘practice of power’ (Levinson & Sutton, 2001, p. 1) in 
the everyday lives and work of school leaders and teachers. This kind of inquiry is 
consistent with our goal to research literacy education and social justice by explicating 
how teachers’ work and literacy education are subject to complex relations of power 
that produce inequitable outcomes for students. 
To discover how teachers and school leaders were experiencing the effects of 
mandated literacy assessment (NAPLAN), the interviews were focussed on building our 
understanding of how documentation of students’ progress in literacy had changed over 
time, what kinds of assessment practices were mandated by the Catholic sector and / or 
the school, how those assessment data were used, and what kinds of ‘new work’ was 
being done by classroom teachers and by school leaders.  
While we were interested hearing what teachers and leaders had to say about 
their particular practices, we also regarded the interview accounts of everyday 
experience as a starting point for investigating the school’s textually authorised 
processes and standard sequences for assessment and documentation. In the unfolding 
analysis of descriptions of the actual work in the production, reading and analysis of 
literacy assessment data, we traced connections between what the teachers and school 
leaders said they were doing in relation to school based assessment and NAPLAN and 
the broader policies that were governing that work. 
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Before we consider the ways in which one small primary school mediated 
translocal policy related to literacy assessment reforms we briefly outline the 
methodology of the larger study in which the school participated. 
The study: mandated literacy assessment and the reorganization of teachers’ 
work 
The Australian Research Council Discovery project, Mandated Literacy 
Assessment and the Reorganisation of Teachers’ Work, investigated the everyday 
experiences of school leaders and teachers in the institutional context of schools 
(Comber, 2011a, 2012; Comber and Cormack, 2011). One of our aims was to generate 
empirical evidence of how practitioners working with different student populations 
dealt with literacy assessment policies and procedures and made use of standardised 
assessment data. Further, how were mandated assessment and reporting policies being 
interpreted, mediated and reworked in the light of various ‘modes of regulation’ (Ball, 
2006) operating in varied professional and community contexts? In short, we were 
interested in an as yet under-explored aspect of studies of policy into practice, namely 
the documentation of the effects of standards-based reforms – in this case the National 
Assessment Program: Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) – on the role of school 
leaders and teachers (but see Ball, Maguire & Braun, 2012). The work of teachers in 
schools in different locations, grade levels, and with contrasting student profiles is not 
the same; it cannot therefore be assumed that policy imperatives will have a uniform 
result (Thomson, 2002; Thrupp and Lupton 2006). 
The study was conducted in three phases. In phase one, we recruited a mix of 
schools (metropolitan and regional) located in middle class and low socio-economic 
areas, and schools that were identified as recording high performance and low 
performance on the national literacy tests results. Six schools in the state of South 
Australia participated in 2009 (3 primary, 3 secondary), from which three were selected 
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in 2010 (2 primary, 1 secondary). Three schools (1 primary, 2 secondary) were recruited 
in the state of Victoria 2009-2010. These contrastive schools were selected in order to 
develop a nuanced understanding of how context makes a difference to the way that 
standards-based reforms mediate the everyday professional practice of teachers (Ball, 
Maguire, Braun & Hoskins, 2011). 
In phase two, at least one focus group was conducted with teachers in each of 
the schools, as well as one-on-one interviews with school leaders (principals and/or 
leading literacy teachers) of 45 to 60 minutes in length. These were designed to elicit 
narratives about teachers’ and leaders’ experiences of NAPLAN and recently 
introduced nationally mandated forms of reporting on student achievement. Initial 
analysis of the interviews identified key aspects of teachers’ work relating to the 
administration of mandated literacy assessment and how standardized testing was 
impacting on classroom practices. Teachers also spoke about additional texts they used 
(officially and unofficially) to direct their work and these were collected.  
In phase three, observations of key practices were negotiated with participating 
schools. Key practices we observed included school leaders’ and administrators’ 
preparation for administering the mandated tests; students undertaking NAPLAN tests; 
staff meetings where strategies to prepare students for the NAPLAN tests were 
discussed, including one where school results from the previous year were reviewed; 
one whole school professional learning day in which the Catholic sector-wide literacy 
strategy was introduced, and subsequently two presentation days where teachers 
reported on action research projects that involved analysis of mandated literacy 
assessment data. These observations and follow-up conversations generated a 
comprehensive data set of observational field notes and transcripts that informed our 
descriptions of the actual work teachers were doing across contrastive school settings. 
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In this paper we draw on interview and observation data to closely examine the 
activating and coordinating work of translocal texts as they were mediated and 
reworked in light of the values, histories and experiences of people in a school in the 
Catholic education sector. 
Locating the school 
Hillvista Primary School is a small parish school, established in the Dominican 
tradition in the mid 1960s. When we began our study in 2010 the school had 209 
enrolments (106 girls, 103 boys, 0 ESL students, 6 Indigenous). According to one 
teacher, the school caters for ‘a real cross-section of children’ from low socio-economic 
families to affluent families, and provides an education for a significant number of 
students with special needs, some of whom are funded for special support. Located in a 
low socio-economic status communityiii, the school has maintained a strong connection 
with the local community and Catholic parish over three generations.  
The principal had been in leadership positions in the Catholic sector for 16 years 
before coming to Hillvista four years prior to the study. The teachers who volunteered 
to participate in our study ranged from mid-career teachers who had been in the school 
for seven years to a recently-graduated teacher in her second year. While it is beyond 
our intention here to provide details of their histories as literacy teachers, suffice to say 
that across the interviews principal and teachers spoke about the ways in which literacy 
teaching was increasingly being measured in terms of benchmarks and targets, and 
increasingly informed by the collection and interpretation of assessment data. For 
example, the principal explained that Early Years Assessment and assessments such as 
Running Records, Waddington’s Reading Test and the Westwood Spelling Test are 
mandated in the school and used to benchmarks students’ progress. According to him, 
these assessments provide ‘a rich wealth of knowledge on all of our children’ and: 
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give a good indication of what’s happening with individual students, and what’s 
happening across the school, and across the cohort of students, and then we look at 
it and once again we use that to inform our teaching, the coined phrase at the 
moment is precision teaching, so it’s what the class teacher can do to assist that 
student in that area of their literacy. (Hillvista principal, interview 6/5/2010) 
In a second interview the principal returned to his point about the close connection 
between assessment and ‘precision’ teaching (after Fullan: 
People that think that NAPLAN is the only testing that we do for individual 
children, they’d be very naïve to think that … the diagnostic testing, that has more 
impact on teachers’ teaching, and one of the core elements that we’re on about 
through our National Partnerships is precision teaching, so it’s not working harder, 
it’s about working smarter and knowing where the gaps are in individual students, 
and tailor making a program to meet those specific needs. (Hillvista principal, 
interview 31/8/10) 
In these brief extracts are clues to how literacy teaching and assessment are constituted 
locally and in relation to the nationally mandated NAPLAN in this school. The 
reference to National Partnerships (which we explore in more detail later) suggests how 
the everyday world of this school is already shaped by national policy. Also discernible 
is a discourse of local accountability (e.g. the term ‘diagnostic’ and ‘knowing where the 
gaps are in individual students’) intermingled with an insistence that NAPLAN is 
neither the only, nor the most important, assessment for teaching, or for understanding 
students’ learning needs.  
The principal also emphasised the important work of the literacy key teacher 
who was responsible for overseeing the literacy programs and professional learning 
related to literacy and assessment in the school, and the special needs coordinator who 
designed programs for students at risk. We invited both these teachers, and others, to 
participate in interviews during 2010.  
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Discovering key documents 
We conducted two one-hour one-on-one interviews with the literacy key teacher 
and three classroom teachers – two Grade 6/7 teachers, one of whom was also the 
special needs coordinator, and the Grade 2 teacher – and asked them to bring to those 
interviews artefacts such as assessment rubrics, student achievement checklists, 
students’ self-evaluations and reading comprehension test results. These interviews 
were designed to explore questions related to mandated literacy assessment and how it 
was reorganising teachers’ work, and to elicit documents that the teachers read and 
produced in their everyday work. In early 2011, soon after the NAPLAN tests had been 
administered, we also conducted a one-hour focus group with these teachers. 
As well as the mandated NAPLAN tests conducted in Grades 3, 5 and 7, 
teachers described other literacy assessments that were expected for each year level in 
the school, and the curriculum scope and sequence to which these assessments were 
related. We also heard about an Excel document that the literacy key teacher had 
introduced—a Running Record converteriv that automatically calculated the student’s 
error ratio and accuracy rate from the data the teacher entered, and indicated whether 
the text read was at an easy, instructional or difficult level for the student. Data in this 
form was then available to teachers when planning the next teaching step for individual 
students. According to the literacy key teacher, producing data in this form also made it 
‘easy to hand on to the next teacher’ so that continuity of learning and assessment could 
be facilitated. 
In addition to the interview data we accessed a range of print texts: school based 
texts such as school newsletters, specifically those that included either information 
about the nationally mandated tests or reports on the school’s National Partnerships 
project; annual school reports for 2009 and 2010 (publically available on the school 
website); profile of the school and overview of NAPLAN test results available from the 
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federal government’s My School website (ACARA, 2011) for the years 2008-2010. We 
also read state and national policies related to the government’s ‘reform agenda’ and 
sampled Catholic sector policy documents on assessment, data collection and pastoral 
care for the broader context they provided for the texts occurring in the school. 
During our interviews with the leadership team and other teachers at Hillvista, it 
became apparent that an annual event known as the ‘student review meeting’ was quite 
significant in translating national and sector-wide literacy policies into concrete actions 
in the work of teachers at the school level. 
The student review meeting: local action and translocal policy 
The student review meeting illustrates very clearly the potential impact on 
teachers’ day-to-day work of texts that are externally produced and translocally 
coordinated but also interpreted, contested and activated in local sites. Convened in the 
principal’s office early in the school year, the student review meeting generally brings 
together four people: the individual classroom teacher and three school leaders – the 
principal, the key literacy teacher and the special needs coordinator. At these meetings a 
folder of documents compiled by the classroom teacher takes centre stage. At the time 
of our study the folder included: the Early Years Assessment (conducted in the child’s 
fifth term at school), mandated NAPLAN test results, results of additional tests chosen 
at the school level (e.g. Waddington’s reading comprehension test, Westwood spelling 
test), children’s work samples for literacy and numeracy, reports written for parents and 
notes from teachers’ meetings with parents.  
During the meeting this folder, which provides information about the 
‘performance’ of individual children, as well as the class as a whole, is literally ‘put on 
the table’ for discussion. The texts it contains directly inform the discussion, ‘activate’ 
the actions that follow, and ‘coordinate’ teachers’ work from that point onwards. 
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Documents tabled are scrutinised for the ‘evidence’ they provide of the teaching, 
learning and assessment that has gone on to that point; they are used to make judgments 
about the strengths and weaknesses of students’ achievements in learning areas such as 
maths, science and literacy. 
The special needs coordinator explains the process:  
What we do at the start of the year is the literacy coordinator, the principal, and I 
sit down with the classroom teacher and I have a class overview sheet. We talk 
individually about every single child and we then put next to their names what 
support we think they need. And then from there we have to make sure that that’s 
followed through. (Special needs coordinator, interview 31/8/2010) 
A discourse of student lack or deficit (‘what we think they need’) alongside a discourse 
of teacher accountability (‘we have to make sure that that’s followed through’) is central 
to the logic of these meetings.  
The texts in focus at the meeting do not necessarily prescribe specific actions for 
teachers to take. However, they do establish concepts and categories so that the action 
that follows from the discussion can be recognised in a formalised, textually authorised 
sequence that is in turn recorded in new texts. The documents are used to provide 
standardised ways for this panel of educators to reflect on students’ past performance 
and to formulate action plans for improvement in the future. For example, the special 
needs coordinator outlined the action that ‘following through’ could entail: 
[A]t the start of this year we didn’t have the LPA [Learning Assistance Program] 
running here, but we put an asterisk next to kids that we thought if we got it 
running would benefit. We’ve just got it running this term and we’ve got 32 kids 
on it … and we review that again. I review constantly with my ESO [Education 
Support Officer], and I only did that yesterday, sat down with two of the ESOs, and 
we reviewed all the programs and everything that the children were on. (Special 
needs coordinator, interview 31/8/2010) 
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The cycle of action and review produces further documentation of students’ learning 
that in turn informs decisions about how, when and for how long students continue in a 
particular support program. In the words of the special needs coordinator: 
I write timetables [for the ESOs] and then, because we have lots of little support 
groups happening, I actually sit with them and work out their plan of attack … I’ll 
just take our fine motor group skills for example. We’ve got two groups of five, 
and they go out with Stewart [ESO] and he has to work on skills for fine motor, 
like play dough and scissor cutting, and all those types of things. So we sit down 
together, we plan … like our review yesterday, we sat down and I said Are there 
any kids you think that can come off, that their skills have got … give me some 
evidence. He has to give me some evidence, so he takes photos and he shows me 
work that they’re doing of why they can come off that program. (Special needs 
coordinator, interview 31/8/2010) 
At a local level the everyday work of the special needs coordinator thus activates 
institutional processes that produce a particular school’s standard sequences, decisions, 
and policies about which (categories of) students receive what kind of support. 
The documents produced at the student review meeting also activate and 
organise classroom teachers’ future work by specifying curriculum topics in 
mathematics and science that need to be addressed. They also play a crucial role in 
determining which of several ‘literacy groups’ a child will be allocated to for the daily 
Literacy Blocks: 
There’s a speech group, there’s the Rainbow Reading, ToXic Readingv; there’s a 
group that works with hearing impairment; there’s a dyslexia group and there’s 
also a group that needs extension to remain engaged with their learning, because 
they’re at the other end of the spectrum. (Hillvista Principal, interview 6/5/2010). 
The objective is that daily classroom Literacy Block activities be informed by 
analysis of national NAPLAN test result data and locally produced Running Record 
data so that students’ learning needs are ‘targeted’. Teachers at Hillvista have adopted 
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the notion of ‘precision teaching’ (Fullan, Hill & Crevola, 2006), and the collection and 
management of data in the interest of achieving ‘precision’ is increasingly integrated 
into their planning for literacy teaching. One outcome of the student review meetings is 
that teachers produce their own transparency as required in an audit culture and write 
themselves into the institutional practices of the school and its standard sequences for 
documenting teaching and learning. Targeting students’ learning needs through 
precision teaching, and making decisions about which assessments will be used and 
how, in turn come to be reflected in yet more school documents. These newly 
authorized texts that are policy-in-action, activated by both externally mandated policy 
and specific and locally-articulated values, are not understood as fixed and static. 
Rather, they are understood as ‘occurring’ or ‘in process’ and are seen by the principal 
as: 
being a draft or an active living [thing]… I call them active living organisms 
because they’re always evolving and changing shape. (Hillvista Principal, 
interview 31/8/2010, our emphasis). 
As ‘living organisms’ these texts are embedded in a complex of relations within and 
beyond the school. Hillvista, like all schools, produces texts and adopts practices in 
response to forms of coordination that operate ‘from a distance’ such as via the federal 
and state governments and, in this case, the Catholic sector central office. Key 
translocal documents that coordinated and activated teachers’ work and the production 
of locally-produced texts we found were closely related to the National Partnership Low 
Socio-Economic Status School Communities program (Commonwealth of Australia, 
2011). This government policy was largely mediated to educators at Hillvista via the 
Catholic sector-wide literacy strategy that was supported by federal government 
National Partnership funds.  
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Articulating the relationship between these intersecting policy spheres and how 
the school could continue to enact its religious mission and its commitment to social 
justice was the focus of a full day meeting with all staff that we were invited to observe. 
On this day the sector’s National Partnership literacy project Communities Making a 
Difference (CMaD) was introduced to Hillvista teachers. The principal, as well as senior 
staff from the Catholic Education Office (CEO), presented the project in ways that 
made explicit the relationship between multiple levels of policy – national, sector and 
school – concerned with school reform and improving students’ literacy learning. 
Intersecting policy spheres: translocal and local ruling relations 
Hillvista School was one of eight schools identified by the sector office as a 
participant in their National Partnership scheme when lists of the lowest socio-economic 
status school communities in each state were establishedvi. As required by the federal 
government, the sector’s implementation plan for National Partnership funds addressed 
each of the reform priorities endorsed by the states and territories. We do not attempt an 
analysis of this lengthy sector strategy document but rather include an extract in Table 1 
that we discuss below. As a participating school in the National Partnerships program, 
Hillvista was required to draw on the Catholic sector plan to develop its own strategy 
that attended to the national and sector priorities at the local level. An extract from this 
school-level strategy document is included in Table 2 and discussed below.  
The sector’s National Partnership literacy project Communities Making a 
Difference was introduced to Hillvista teachers at a professional learning day for all 
staff. The principal as well as senior staff from the Catholic Education Office (CEO) 
presented the project in ways that made explicit the relationship between multiple levels 
of policy – national, sector and school – concerned with school reform and improving 
students’ literacy learning. For example, our field notes record the CEO senior adviser’s 
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comments about the National Partnership’s focus on low socio-economic communities 
and its aims to address the ‘significant and unacceptable gap between the average 
achievement of students for low socio-economic families as a group, and all students’. 
This aim is linked to the national and state government’s priority goal for ‘equity and 
excellence’ (Field notes based on Powerpoint presentation, 23/4/2010, p. 1). The 
principal rearticulated those aims in terms of the school’s ethos: 
[That] fits beautifully with our aim and our ethos. We want to be a community that 
makes a difference – that’s why we’re here as a Catholic school … [We see] 
education is a way out of the poverty cycle, and resources and projects like the 
National Partnerships can improve and help the most needy students (Field notes 
23/4/2010, p. 1). 
While the aims of the government reform agenda are clearly orientated to 
‘economic and political national aspirations’, as the senior adviser explicitly noted in his 
presentation, this did not necessarily preclude the mission espoused by sector schools 
that focused attention on students’ ‘spiritual and social wellbeing’. [Field notes 
23/4/2010, p. 1-2]. As the adviser pointed out, the religious mission of the school was 
one way to ‘maintain your identity within this broader picture’ (Field notes 23/4/2010, 
p. 2). Throughout the day, discourses of accountability and standards based reform were 
consistently mediated through references to the school’s religious mission and 
commitment to Veritas and Caritasvii.  
For instance, one of the group tasks the teachers were asked to engage in 
involved discussing ‘how will our mission permeate our work in the activities of the 
Key Components of National Partnerships: Making a Difference? (Field notes based on 
Powerpoint presentation, 23/4/2010). We understood this to be an explicit evocation of 
the Dominican tradition that:  
 18 
calls us to respond lovingly to our neighbour and to stand with those who suffer 
oppression and injustice. Social justice is about restoring equality to all; the equal 
worth of individuals, the equal distribution of wealth, equal voice, equal 
opportunity and liberty (Handout, professional learning day, 23/4/2010). 
The special needs coordinator also presented at this meeting, focussing on the school’s 
‘wrap-around’ support for students with special needs. She named the specific 
groupings of the students that resulted from the student review meeting discussed 
earlier, as well as support provided by a core group of people such as speech 
pathologists and psychologists outside the school. She highlighted the importance of 
teachers recognising and drawing on all students’ ‘talents’, or their ‘funds of 
knowledge’ (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and seeing the child as a ‘whole 
person’ rather than an aggregation of test results (Field notes, 23/4/2010, p. 5). In this 
way, discourses of individualism and social justice were counterpointed with discourses 
of audit and accountability. 
Our observations of the day drew our attention to the intense discursive work 
involved in mediating the demands for compliance to a standardising policy regime and 
simultaneously sustaining the school’s respect for the diverse needs of the students, and 
their commitment to social justice and Dominican ideals. Equally interesting was the 
work done by the principal and senior advisers to elucidate connections between 
national priorities for school reform and the school’s National Partnership literacy 
implementation strategy (Hillvista School, 2009-2010). This document, another ‘active 
and occurring text’, was produced in response to sector funding requirements. 
Textually authorised school based strategies 
Hillvista’s National Partnership literacy implementation strategy which set out 
in some detail how each of the six nationally endorsed reform priorities (see footnote 
(i)) would be addressed and evaluated at the local level, was not only central to 
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discussions at the professional learning day but played an important role in the 
organisation and coordination of the everyday work of teachers during the two years of 
our study. The short extract considered here (see Table 1) responds to the reform area 
titled ‘Providing innovative and tailored learning opportunities’ (see Table 2).  
	  
COAG Priority 
Reform Area 
Sector Reform strategy 
(c) Providing 
innovative and 
tailored learning 
opportunities 
Build on existing 
school communities to 
provide greater support 
for students. 
Implement case 
management /wrap 
around approach for at-
risk students, including 
monitoring and 
reporting. 
Build on school based 
strategic plans, 
curriculum reform and 
innovation strategies to 
address local needs in 
literacy and numeracy. 
Table 1. Extract from the sector’s National Partnership Communities Making a 
Difference Strategic Plan. 
Hillvista’s school-level strategic literacy plan for implementing the National 
Partnerships goals was necessarily articulated with and regulated by the sector’s 
strategic plan and the national reform agenda, both of which are cited in the school’s 
literacy plan. This ‘intertextual hierarchy’ (Smith, 2006, p. 79) exemplifies how national 
priorities can enter directly into the organisation and authorization of work in a local 
setting. In this case, the national agenda directly shaped not only curriculum and 
assessment practices but also provided the focus for teachers’ professional learning and 
practitioner inquiry. Selected here for discussion are two of Hillvista’s specific school-
based strategies:  
(1) Establish a school-wide Literacy Block 
(2) Staff organised into Professional Learning Communities that each use an audit 
and inquiry to set a literacy goal that supports the whole-school goal (see Table 
2). 
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School 
strategy 
Action 
(How will you do it?) 
Indicators 
(What will be your 
indicators of 
success?) 
Data collection 
(What evidence will you collect?) 
1 2009 consultation with 
staff and Literacy Block 
implemented Term 1, 
2010 
Literacy Blocks 
established in all 
classes 
Literacy Block programs from all 
teachers: 
- Planning sheets 
- Timetables 
- Programs 
- School Guided Reading 
statement 
- Focused observations & 
feedback sheet on Guided 
Reading 
- Teachers’ anecdotal records 
2 Staff to audit their 
literacy pedagogy in the 
area of reading and 
identify opportunities for 
professional learning. 
Professional Learning 
Communities (PLCs) to 
meet with school-based 
Literacy coordinator, & 
sector Literacy 
consultant to set inquiry 
questions (first in the 
area of reading) and set 
PLC goal. 
PLCs undertake action 
research. 
Audit completed 
 
 
 
Planning day 
conducted and goals 
written 
Completed and collated self-evaluation 
audits 
 
Areas for professional learning identified 
 
Four PLCs goals recorded and published 
Table 2. Two school-based strategies for providing innovative and tailored learning 
opportunities for students  
These documented strategies demonstrate how ‘regulatory texts’ (Smith, 2005) can 
enter into educators’ work and coordinate it from a distance and over time. For 
example, the sector strategy to ‘implement case management/ wrap around approach for 
at-risk students’ (Table 1, column 3) organises in particular ways the social relations 
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between teaching and support staff in the school and in turn between those people and 
others outside the school such as psychologists and sector literacy advisers. Translocal 
strategies also set in motion particular courses of action followed by school leaders and 
teachers that in turn become textually authorised. As can be seen in Table 2, school 
leaders committed in writing to the following actions that directly prescribed aspects of 
teachers’ daily work in the classroom and their work with colleagues in professional 
learning teams: 
• Teachers write Literacy Block programs that include documents such as 
planning sheets and focused observation records 
• Teachers make these documents available for scrutiny (e.g. at the annual student 
review meeting discussed above) 
• Teachers liaise with the school literacy coordinator to audit their literacy 
pedagogy in the area of reading and identify opportunities for professional 
learning in this area 
• Teachers form Professional Learning Community teams and meet with the 
literacy coordinator and sector literacy consultant to set a team goal and inquiry 
questions 
• Teachers work in Professional Learning Communities to undertake action 
research projects and subsequently present their inquiry questions and findings 
to the whole staff for discussion (from Table 2). 
As shown in Table 2, these actions are all clearly linked to specific ‘indicators of 
success’ (column 3) that require the collection and sharing of ‘data’ as ‘evidence’ 
(column 4) of that success. These requirements stipulate and activate the production of 
particular classroom texts and practices that serve to generate more student data for 
display, discussion and future action (e.g. planning sheets, anecdotal records listed in 
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Table 2, column 3). These school-generated texts serve to shape, intensify and 
standardise the work of teachers by creating authorised categories according to which 
student achievement can be discussed and compared.  
At the same time our discussions with school leaders and teachers showed that 
the adoption of forms of ‘ethical leadership’ (Starratt, 1991, 2005) drawn from 
interpretations of the work of Michael Fullan and colleagues (e.g. Fullan, 2002), in 
combination with the Catholic sector’s social justice mission and the specific 
Dominican tradition, helped school leaders and teachers to modify some of the 
suggested practices and adhere to an ethics of care even as they generated and managed 
data about students’ learning in ways that satisfied government requirements. As the 
principal put it: 
We’re here to educate the students and the only way we can do that is to engage 
them in their learning, and getting teachers to be sort of accountable for what 
they’re doing in the classrooms. We can be pastoral and caring and all those sorts 
of things but we can also do that in a way where we’re quite professional and 
strategic and precise in what we’re doing with the students (Hillvista Principal, 
interview 6/5/2010, our emphasis) 
Our analysis of interview transcripts and literacy assessment data produced and read in 
the school shows that students’ welfare beyond academic achievement in mathematics, 
science or English/literacy is made a priority. Despite the perceived constraints 
associated with mandated testing and reporting, Hillvista teachers are determined to 
provide a fuller account of the diversity of their students as learners than standardized 
forms of reporting allowed. This is motivated by their concerns for students’ 'well-
being' and care for ‘the whole child' and enabled through teacher inquiries to explore 
their view that ‘testing is more than NAPLAN’ and the school ‘was more than data’. 
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Interrupting ruling relations 
According to sector leaders and some teachers at the school, it is the religious 
mission of social justice and the Dominican motto of Veritas that brings another 
dimension to children’s education at this school and makes it distinctive. As the special 
needs coordinator explained, ‘we discuss each kid, but we don’t just discuss their 
learning, we also discuss their social, emotional […..] and what support they need in 
any way’ (Special needs coordinator, interview 30/8/2010). We understand that the 
actions taken in the student review meetings are consistent with teachers’ attempts to 
reconcile externally mandated requirements with the school’s stated mission to nurture 
the ‘whole child’ and foster each child’s talents.  
This ethos, however, was not easily articulated. As one teacher expressed it, ‘it’s 
more than just the words, it’s how we act and interact with each other’ (Grade 6/7 
teacher with religious education portfolio, 5/9/2011). This teacher believed that the 
school’s small size and its humanistic ethos of acceptance and caring had positive 
effects on student learning: 
And it’s all about you’re proud to be part of [Hillvista], and proud to be part of the 
family, and we treat each other with respect and love and … that just permeates 
through everything. It’s that freedom. And, I think that what also helps is, if the 
children feel safe they’ll learn, because they’re not afraid to make mistakes and the 
more mistakes they make the better they learn and I think that goes hand in hand. 
(Grade 6/7 teacher, interview 5/9/2011) 
She also explicitly connects this ethos with the religious mission of the school 
associated with social justice with the Dominican motto of Caritas et Veritas which 
translates as ‘love or truth’. The school explicitly nominates Veritas as its motto, 
arguing that this ‘inspires the search for meaning and understanding that is faithful to 
the truths of Christ’: 
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Our Dominican ethos is about social justice, so if you see something wrong you do 
something about it. Finding the truth, not just telling the truth, finding the truth 
behind things. … it’s embedded that we talk about being kind and fair and 
respectful …. And so we talk more about ‘being a strong Jesus person’ or ‘being a 
person who is following in Jesus’ footsteps’. Are you following, are you being a 
Dominican follower, are you being a Hillvista person? (Grade 6/7 teacher, 
interview 5/9/2011) 
Another way in which teachers were supported to resist any simple 
standardisation of their work with diverse students also arose from principles upheld by 
the Catholic sector. The sector’s National Partnerships Communities Making a 
Difference project introduced above argues that the sector values ‘respect for the dignity 
of each person’ and has a ‘commitment to processes of learning that are formative, 
challenging, engaging, life-long and life-wide’ (Sector Literacy consultant presentation, 
23/4/2010). One school-based course of action activated by this strategy was 
practitioner inquiry undertaken by teachers as part of their professional learning in 
teams. Senior advisers at the whole-school meeting discussed earlier emphasized the 
importance of building learning communities where professional discussions on 
effective practice, analysis of assessment data, moderation and so on could occur 
‘without judgement’. Professional learning communities were described as being 
opportunities to ‘share knowledge and learn from each other’ and ‘opportunities to 
make connections with each other in a purposeful way’. (Field notes 23/4/2010, p. 8). 
To achieve the professional learning goals included in the school’s strategic plan, sector 
consultants as well as the school principal actively supported collective and 
collaborative action research that enabled teachers to investigate the effectiveness of 
their own teaching for diverse students’ learning. The objective of the inquiry projects 
was to focus on how literacy pedagogies and assessment processes could come together 
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in precision teaching, understood as an activation of the moral purpose at the centre of 
teaching and learning.  
While teacher inquiry projects can be seen as part of what Ball (2006) has 
described as ‘a flow of performativities’ in the contemporary workplace, collaborative 
action research also opens up possibilities for professional learning around questions 
identified by teachers rather than external bodies, including learning about innovative 
literacy pedagogy (Comber & Nixon et al., 2012). Further, continual reflection on 
practice and curriculum content is understood as an enactment of the Dominican Veritas 
that is central to the work of teachers at this school. Similarly, teacher presentations 
about their research to the school community and Catholic sector consultants not only 
opened up possibilities for talking about teaching in new ways, it also enabled teachers 
to make recommendations for changes in school policies for literacy teaching and 
assessment as a result of what they had learned through their inquiries. In this respect, 
teachers in this school were not merely subjects of and subject to ruling relations 
(Smith, 1999; Ball, 2006) but were active producers of some of the local texts that 
govern them. 
Conclusion 
Policy scholars have noted the rise of a globalised discourse about the need for 
testing to raise educational standards in response to the challenges of globalization (e.g. 
Lingard, 2010). At the same time, it has been recognized that national and local uptakes 
of globalized policy discourses ‘will always occur in vernacular ways mediated by local 
histories, politics and cultures’ (Lingard, 2010, p. 131). We have focussed on the ways 
in which translocal policy, via a national reform agenda and sector-wide policy, 
coordinates teachers’ everyday practices, in this instance with respect to literacy 
assessment. Yet, as we have shown, the ‘vernacular ways’ of schools are constantly in 
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play as multiple policies are mediated, interpreted and contested locally. In order to 
further our understanding of such complex and embodied enactments of policy in 
practice, we have argued the value of including a focus on what Dorothy Smith has 
named the ‘active and occurring text’ in ethnographic approaches to research. In our 
study, for example, we used this concept to examine how texts that were produced and 
circulated translocally were interpreted, contested and rewritten by educators in a small 
religious school to produce more locally responsive but nonetheless textually authorized 
policy that was in tune with sector expectations in relation to precision teaching and 
improved literacy outcomes for students. 
Incorporating a close study of translocal and locally produced texts into our 
institutional ethnography has enabled us to analyse their circulation and production in 
order to explore ‘how things work’ textually to coordinate and organize the work of the 
leaders and teachers in one school. As we have seen, this school has engaged with the 
accountability requirements that come with neo-liberal standardising translocal policies, 
as it must. Yet it has also maintained a ‘space for challenge’ (Bacchi, 2000) where 
teachers and leaders have held onto a view of teaching and learning that they value. 
Literacy assessment in this local site involves more than codes, categories and abstract 
statistical data. Literacy assessment counts in ways that respect teachers’ professional 
judgment and the diverse needs of the students even as it conforms to externally 
imposed policy requirements. 
 
                                                
i Nationally agreed education policy priorities in Australia: 
1. Incentives to attract high performing principals and teachers 
2. Adoption of best practice performance management and staffing arrangements that 
articulate a clear role for the Principal 
3. Providing innovative and tailored learning opportunities 
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4. Strengthened school accountability 
5. External partnerships with parents, other schools, businesses and communities and the 
provision of access to extended services (including through brokering) 
6. School operational arrangements which encourage innovation and flexibility. 
ii Mandated Literacy Assessment and the Reorganisation of Teachers’ Work research project 
(No. DP0986449) was funded by the Australian Research Council Discovery Grants 
Program (2010-2012). It was a collaboration between the University of South Australia, 
Queensland University of Technology and Deakin University in Australia and York and 
Victoria Universities in Canada. The chief investigators were Barbara Comber, Phillip 
Cormack, Helen Nixon, Alex Kostogriz and Brenton Doecke. Partner investigators in 
Canada were Dorothy Smith and Alison Griffith. 
iii The school is located in an area equivalent to a category 2 school as measured by the Index of 
Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) for South Australian Government 
Schools, where schools in category 1 serve the most socio-economically disadvantaged 
communities and category 7 the least disadvantaged. 
iv A Running Record is a diagnostic tool used to identify patterns in a student’s use of cueing 
systems as they read a continuous text. These patterns allow a teacher to see and hear the 
strategies a student uses to make meaning of individual words and texts as a whole. To 
calculate error, self-correction and accuracy rates – the quantitative analysis – requires 
converting the number of errors and self-corrections into ratios of the total words read. 
v ToXic readers are sets of books produced by Rainbow Reading that come with audio support 
and are designed to interest male readers in particular. See: 
http://www.rainbowreading.co.nz/products/toxic_series 
vi CESA and South Australian Commission for Catholic Schools (SACCS) expanded the list to 
14, and later 23, schools upon further consideration of local measures. 
vii The Dominican motto is Caritas et Veritas or ‘the search for truth through charity or service’. 
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